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PROFESSIONAL
READING
Because of the complexity of the issues Drew Middleton discusses and his
controversial analysi s and conclusions, we felt it appropriate to have several different
reviewers comment on this book. They have jointly summarized Middleton's thesis in
the brief which appears before their individual comments. Ed.

Middleton, Drew. Can America Win the
Next War? New York: Scribner,
1975. 27lpp.
Believing that conflict characterizes
human affairs and that the Soviet
leadership considers conflict inevitable
and is preparing for it, Drew Middleton,
long a military correspondent for The
New York Times, suggests that sooner
or later the United States may be at war
again. He asks a number of important
questions about the future wars of the
United States: Will they be nuclear,
conventional, guerrilla? Of what scale?
Who will be the enemy or enemies?
Whatever the war and wherever, will
America be able to win?
To answer these questions Middleton
divides possible future wars into three
c a t e g or i e s: high-intensity, meaning
large-scale war against a major adversary
such as the Soviet Union; medium
intensity, meaning war in which the
United States is a protagonist but faces
less powerful adversaries than the Soviet
Union; and low-intensity, or indirect
warfare, in which the United States
provides arms, equipment, advice, and
moral support, but no men. Middleton
concludes that in Class A, or high
intensity war, the United States could
not win. In Class B, or medium-intensity
conflict, the United States might do
well, that is if the Soviet Union did not
intervene on the other side. Only in

Class C, or low-intensity war, does
Middleton accord the United States any
fair prospect of victory in coming years.
What is to blame for the discouraging
prospects of the United States in war
fare, at least as Middleton sees it?
Middleton cites public unwillingness to
support foreign wars (a reaction to the
Vietnam experience), the too-modest
size of the all-volunteer military force,
divergent United States/NATO and
U.S.S.R. expectations about the nature
of coming conflicts, differences in na
tional perceptions of vital interests, a
host of uncertainties about technologi
cal, economic, and political develop
ments, and apparent Soviet determina
tion to become the strongest military
power in the world. On the plus side, he
sees the best U.S. Armed Forces in the
Nation's history, but reluctantly con
cludes that their contribution will not
be enough to assure victory in a future
major war.
A POSITIVE VIEW

In the thoughtful development of his
personal answers to the sweeping ques
tion "Can America Win the Next War?"
Drew Middleton has written an ambi
tious-probably a too ambitious-book,
but the boldness of his intent, willing
acceptance of his own challenge to say
something important, and impressive
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extremely costly under normal political
circumstances. Perhaps the role of the
West's conventional forces is one of
deterrence; if so, Middleton's definition
of victory needs reconsideration and the
reader needs a discussion of the feasi
bility of that mission.
Middleton recognizes that domestic
factors within the United States pre
clude building a force large enough to
achieve "victory." He has not provided
a prescription for overcoming public
attitudes and making necessary changes
in our military forces, and he does not
discuss the probability that the Soviets
would view such an expansion as a
threat to what they see as an acceptable
ba lance of military forces.
WAYNll STEPHENS
Captaln, U.S. Navy

Alchinger, Peter. The American Soldier
in Fiction, 1880-1963': A History of
Attitudes Toward Warfare and the
Military Establishment. Ames: Iowa
University Press, 1975. 143pp.
Reading Mr. Alchinger ls like overhearing a Canadian explain to a Euro
pean the character, as it pertains to
military matters, of his southern neigh•
bor. The speaker is never quite sure
whether to ascribe literary or military
"tra dition," that prolific European
grande dame, to his American couisin._
Mr. Alchinger, whose succinct, idea-laden
book I read with great delight, is a Cana
dian, a professor of English at the College
Militaire Royal de Saint-Jean, and his
"outside" perspective adds a pleasing and
percipient dimension to this book.
Mr. Alchinger identifies five main
characteristics within the American mili
tary experience: pragmatism, a flteam"
syndrome, a persistent democratic,.
aristocratic tension, idealism, and a
general lack of experience and psycho
logical preparation for combat, Only
pragmatism and the team mentality
persist to the present day. The other
elements, argues Mr. A!chinger, have

either evolved new forms or they have
disappeared altogether. Within military
fiction these eleme nts-their reasons for
being, their agonizing mutations, their
intricate Interrelationships, and their in•
fluence on civilian attitudes toward the
military-come to life. Mr. Alchlnger
serves his readers well by extracting and
organ12ing these elements from the
themes of the greatest American mili•
tary novels,
The American Soldier in Fiction is
not mere literary criticism. It is, as the
author writes, an attempt "to discuss
works of literature in relation to the
historical, economic, and political
events that accompanied or preceded
their appearance on the sc&ne," The
discussion moves along briskly from the
idealism and belief in heroic action
expressed during World War I to the
bitter disillusionment of that war's
aftermath; from the realistic and consis•
tent attitudes of World War II to the
cold war's outpouring of black humor in
the literature of the absurd.
To show how attitudes toward war
fare and the military establishment vary,
Mr. Alchinger contrasts American mili
tary fiction with that being written in
Europe at the same time, He concludes
that the American novel distinguishes
itself from its European foll by the
frequent use of the enlisted man, not
the officer, as the protagonist. Our
egalitarianism makes all the difference.
It accounts for the pre-1952 American
perception of war-as-the-enemy, tracing
itself back to the work of Stephen
Crane, as well as the American failure to
accept war as an integral part of life.
In American fiction before 1952, war
remained an aberration, a disease In
need of a cure, so that an authoritarian
military organization's steel grip on the
citizen-soldier's liberty and individuality
could be broken. World War II was a
hateful thing, mostly bereft of Ideals for
the average GI, but the war had to be
won so that he could go home and live
the life he loved best.
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